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. . . *KIMIZUKA O* . . . 
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Abstract (Basic) : 

. . . product inventory information and transmits product transport 

admonition to the manufacturer. The manufacturer on receiving 
* returnable* *package* from the seller calculates insufficiency of 
^returnable* *package* based on stored *returnable* *package* *return* 
information and transmits *returnable* *package* *return* admonition to 
the seller. 

... By calculating for insufficiency of product inventory and 
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Number of Countries: 001 Number of Patents: 001 

Patent Family: 

Patent No Kind Date Applicat No Kind Date Week 

JP 2003321121 A 20031111 JP 2002128927 A 20020430 200379 B 

Priority Applications (No Type Date) : JP 2002128927 A 20020430 
Patent Details : 

Patent No Kind Lan Pg Main IPC Filing Notes 
JP 2003321121 A 5 B65G-061/00 

Abstract (Basic) : 

... recycling unit (4) sterilizes and supplies the containers 
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Physical distribution management system for ^inventory* control, 
calculates product insufficiency and * returnable* *package* insufficiency 
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Abstract (Basic) : 

... By calculating for insufficiency of product *inventory* and 

^returnable* *package* and transmitting corresponding admonition to 
manufacturer and seller respectively, the *inventory* control of the 
^returnable* *package* and the product is performed effectively. . . 
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ABSTRACT 

. . . provide a drum management system and a drum lease system capable of 
generally .performing even . ^inventory* management, of wires or the like wound 
around *drums* by establishing ^recycle* use of the *drums* and managing 
the drums. 
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Information regarding transactions of the drums is gathered in a 
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ABSTRACT 

...and conveniently notify container return. 

SOLUTION: In this container collection system for collecting an unneeded 
^container* at the demander and ^returning* the ^container* to its *supply* 
source, the company network server S2 of the *supply* source receives 
^return* information transmitted to notify ^container* *return* from 
demander communication terminal devices Dl and D2 via the Internet. The 
communication terminal device... 
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Although state franchise laws prevent automakers from selling cars on the 
Internet, nothing stops them from selling other merchandise on their Web 
sites . 

Saab Cars USA Inc. and Mercedes-Benz of North America Inc. are 
pitching their accessory catalogs on the World Wide Web. 

Saab has put the entire contents of its 76-page accessory catalog, 
from sunglasses to sunroof wind deflectors, on its Web site. 

The automaker expects online sales of $500,000 in 1998, its first 
full year of what it calls consumer direct marketing. Ten percent of every 
online order goes to the Saab dealer in the corresponding ZIP code. 
Shoppers who order Saab automotive accessories can have them shipped 
directly to dealers for installation. 

After a year of operation, Saab found: 

* Visitors per month number 6,000. 

* Five percent of them place orders. 

* Average sale per customer is $125. 

* 'We are adding a number of cross-promotional links, ' ' said Mike 
Kornowa, Saab's accessory marketing manager. ''For example, in our (online) 
catalog, we retail Scandinavian designer Sigrid 01sen f s clothing. 
Conversely, she has a link to the saabcatalog.com Web site on her 
sigridolsen.com site.' 1 

Mercedes-Benz upgraded its online catalog last week. 

The automaker has added accessories based on its models, not just the 
overall Mercedes-Benz brand. Shoppers can now buy C-class, E-class, S- 
class and M-class apparel. 

The new setup also lets shoppers choose automotive accessories from 
the online catalog as they are configuring the vehicle they want to buy. 

''I'm not going to tell you that we 1 re profitable,' 1 said Bill 
Hurley, manager of new media and relationship marketing at Mercedes-Benz. 
' 'We didn't start (merchandising online) to make money. We want to support 
the brand. ' ' 

But Hurley said Mercedes-Benz will increase advertising for its 
online catalog beginning with the Christmas season. 

''Every manufacturer has to develop a (catalog) on its Web site,'' 
Hurley said. ''You have to be a player and focus on what the customer 
needs . ' ' 
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NOVELTY - Bar-code readers (50a, 50b) are provided near cargo 
collection controller (111) and production controller (112), 
respectively. Receiving and delivery management servers (20,30) collect 
receiving and delivery dates and product ID of containers' from- 
corresponding bar-code readers. A management server (10) collects 
product ID and receiving/delivery date information from the servers 
(20,30), and manages the collected information. 

USE - For managing information about recyclable container such as 
beer barrels, propane gas containers, etc. 

ADVANTAGE - Since information about product ID, receiving date and 
delivery date of containers are collected, inventory control 
information is exactly obtained and recyclable container information is 
efficiently collected and managed. 

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWING (S) - The figure shows the block diagram of 
container recycling management system. (Drawing includes non-English 
language text) . 
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CONTAINER QUESTIONS IN THE AUTOMOTIVE INDUSTRY CENTER ON RETURNABILITY, NOT 
REUSABILITY. 

By Clyde E. Witt 
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The automotive industry has long been the standard-bearer for returnable 
container programs. All the car companies and their Tier 1 suppliers 
continue to see value in using, and reusing, containers. Most admit, 
although not always publicly, that returnable container programs are costly 
and difficult to manage. In spite of the hassle, returnable container 
programs bring great benefits to companies and to the industry in general. 
The experience of nearly 15 years has helped smooth the speed bumps for 
most container users and suppliers. 

"Our industry spends millions of dollars for returnable and reusable 
containers to carry and protect billions of dollars worth of automotive 
parts and assemblies each year, " says Randy Stout, manager of 
containerization for General Motor's North American Operations. 

Stout is also chair of the Automobile Industry Action Group's (AIAG) 
Plastic Container Performance Work Group. He says, "Container selection is 
critical to the success of a project. Poor decisions can result in 
unnecessary rework or replacement costs and delays." 

Stout's group has been working on a set of guidelines to establish a 
standard benchmark by which buyers can evaluate container products and 
ultimately make better decisions. 

CONTAINERS AND JIT 

Although the focus on types of containers appears to be shifting somewhat 
within the automotive industry, the purpose of the containers remains 
consistent. In fact, it's hard to imagine Just-In-Time (JIT) as it exists 
today in auto plants, without reusable containers. 
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Dan Huhn, senior product manager, ORBIS, says the returnable container has 
been the enabler of JIT production techniques for many years. Now, smaller 
containers are emphasizing that point. 

"Automotive manufacturers are looking to deliver the minimum amount of 
inventory to the right spot on the assembly line, " says Huhn, "and hand 
held containers are the way to do it." 

Size doesn't matter when it comes to reusable containers. Although there 
are more small containers showing up in returnable container programs, 
workhorse products like reusable steel racks will always be around. Matt 
Shuert of Shuert Industries says its mammoth Uni-Case, which weighs in at 
175 lbs, empty, is finding a lot of new users. 

"People still have to move heavy parts, like heating and air conditioning 
units," says Shuert, "and this clamshell-design case offers a secure, clean 
way of moving big, heavy things." 

Along with the growth of JIT came the reduction in suppliers -to the 
automotive plants. Dr. Diana Tweede, associate professor, School of 
Packaging, Michigan State University, says JIT, along with reduced 
suppliers and attempts to reduce the geographical distance between supplier 
and user, has favored returnable packaging. 

"These factors favor the use of returnables because they increase control, 
reduce transport costs and reduce the required safety stocks," says Tweede. 

The other trend making an impact on packaging in the automotive industry 
has been called lean manuf acturing--among other names. Basically it's a 
tightening of the supply chain. You only do the things that will add value 



to your part of the supply chain, or what some call the value chain. 

Optimizing the supply chain means taking the big picture point of view. 
For returnable containers this means planning an entire program, not 
purchasing a container and shipping parts. 

Along with ergonomic and safety issues such as lighter loads and reduced 
chances for knife cuts, "soft" issues like cleanliness are playing a larger 
role in the auto plants and driving the implementation of returnable 
container programs. 

Because there is less inventory at line side, assembly lines can be 
shortened, thus requiring less time to build cars. Reduced inventories, 
along with modularity of many automotive assemblies, have also led to 
reconfiguring workstations along the line. 

JUSTIFYING THE EXPENSE 

In the early days of returnable container systems, companies did extensive 
studies on return-on-investment , net-present-value and other justifications 
to convince management that returnables were the way to go. General Motors, 
for example, has a reported $1.4 billion investment in returnable 
containers . 

Today, some material handling managers still have to jump through the hoops 
held up by those on the financial side of the business. Other companies 
take a less structured view--a simple payback method that indicates they'll 
get money back in two years, for instance. The more enlightened companies 
are just doing it. 

Managers are instituting returnable programs because they've seen that it's 
the right -thing to do. Reducing*the amount of corrugated (costly to get rid 
of) and the reduction in injuries show quick paybacks. Managers see the 
installation of returnable containers as a one-time investment rather than 
an on-going, fluctuating cost. 

Managing returnable containers is a challenge since the containers are 
literally a moving target. It's not uncommon for one user of a container 
to pass it on down the supply chain, not to return it as was intended. 
Also, if an automaker decides to keep the parts in inventory longer than 
intended, it will require more containers in the system to meet demand 
requirements. Various companies have different re-supply programs, but most 
shoot for several hours of parts to be at line side. If production stalls 
for even one day, the number of containers in the "float" is drastically 
affected . 

Tracking is not a new problem. In fact, the problem has been around since 
the first programs when containers started "disappearing" and many 
autoworkers started carrying strange-looking fishing tackle boxes and 
lunch boxes . 

In 1991, ^IAG wrote. a standard for container tracking that still waits for 
implementation. The apparent pothole in the road to tracking is how to 
handle the reverse logistics part of the program. But that may be changing 
with new software and systems providers entering the automotive arena. 
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What's the solution to better container tracking? Some experts say when the 
price of radio frequency identification (RFID) chips drop, the RFID chip 
will be the answer. Others say the answer lies with third-party service 
providers. Still, another camp says it will take both and the auto 



companies will have to get out of the packaging business and concentrate 
on what they do best -- build cars. 

WHEN TO ADOPT A PROGRAM 

In the automotive industry, the most convenient time to begin a returnable 
container program is at the start of a new model build. Although lead-time 
on new car introduction has been halved in the past few years, it still 
takes a while for Tier 1 and Tier 2 suppliers to gear up. An interesting 
trend in the industry is for more consistency in the size of containers, 
using more specialized dunnage to adapt different parts to the inside. 
All the container manufacturers have engineers who assist in developing a 
program and finding the right container/pallet combination. The importance 
of this assistance from the container manufacturer has grown as automotive 
companies have put more emphasis on core competencies — building cars—and 
less on packaging engineering. 

The level of assistance provided by the container manufacturers varies from 
consultation to actual hands-on applications where the container 
manufacturer stations employees at the customer's facility to implement the 
program. In the more extensive programs, the auto company will turn over 
the entire program to the container manufacturer or a third party. In that 
case, all the packaging material, regardless of manufacturer, is taken care 
of by people not employed by the auto company. 

Some of these third-party services have become quite sophisticated. 
Container and Pallet Services (CAPS) is a container and pallet rental 
service that manages fleets of containers and tracks them through its 
proprietary, Internet-based tracking system, CAPS-TRAC. 

Spencer Hoopes, founder and CEO, says CAPS helps companies that recognize 
the desirability of ' using returnable packaging ■ systems but are hesitant to 
own and manage the assets themselves. 

"For example," says Hoopes, "we're currently the only company in our 
industry able to offer a tracking service to companies assembling products 
in Mexico and shipping finished products back to the US for final 
assembly . " 

The CAP's system offers container tracking and management through a variety 
of productivity reports available to customers via the Internet. 

Another full-service returnable packaging provider is Menasha Services. 
Kevin Shanley, marketing director, says it offers an enterprise solution to 
returnable packaging. 

"We're working with Tier 2 to Tier 1 to final assembly supply chains," says 
Shanley, "any place supply chain management is needed." 

The company does everything: financing a returnable container program, 
transportation, cross-docking, line sequencing and more. Menasha Services 
has an Internet-based program that helps the customer know not only where 
containers, are, but. where parts. are. . ... 

"The beauty of an Internet-based program, " Shanley says, "is that when the 
manufacturer sends its broadcast down to the Tier 1 supplier, we receive a 
communication at our service center that tells us how many containers will 
be required, and when, by the Tier 1 company." 

As Tweede says, "This is an interesting time for logistical packaging. As 
logistical systems evolve and become better organized, there are new 
opportunities for using packaging to add value and minimize cost." 



Clyde E. Witt is executive editor of T&D's sister publication, Material 
Handling Management. 

Copyright 2000 Penton Publishing, Inc. 
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ABSTRACT: Over 4.5 billion board feet of hardwood and over one billion 
board feet of softwood are used annually to make new pallets. The main 
determining factor in pallet reuse and recycling is whether a retrieval 
system is in place. 
TEXT: .. 

The end of the throwaway pallet is near as pallet wood is used to 
remanuf acture new ones, recycled into mulch, readied for home construction 
and other markets. 

Reusable wood is separated from the pallets by an unnailer (above 
left) as part of the process of putting repaired pallets (right) back into 
circulation . 

ACCORDING to the Mississippi State Forest Products Laboratory, the 
nation manufactured 454 million new pallets last year. A 1995 report from 



the U.S. Forest Service estimates a pallet recycling rate of slightly over 
50 percent. Over 4.5 billion board feet of hardwood and over one billion 
board feet of softwood are used annually to make new pallets. Considering 
that many are repaired multiple times, there may be a total of two billion 
pallets in circulation. (The Forest Service's next report is scheduled to 
be released later this year.) 

After expenses like nails, labor, transportation and overhead are 
totaled, the other 60 percent of the cost of a new pallet is the wood. This 
provides a strong incentive for the industry to reuse and recycle pallets 
and their boards whenever possible, notes Bob Peters of the National Wooden 
Pallet & Container Association. 

Many pallets are designed to last only a few trips, while even the 
sturdiest "ones can be damaged by a forklift or * contaminated by spilled 
material after only one use. According to Phil Araman, a research project 
leader with the U.S. Forest Service, a number of factors make pallets ideal 
for recycling: "Collection is aided by the tendency for pallets to 
accumulate in urban areas; Pallets can be disassembled easily and most of 
the component parts can be reused; Many pallets contain standard-sized 
parts; Repairs using metal plates can restore the strength of the pallet to 
levels equal to or greater than when new; Ground or chipped pallet wood has 
properties that allow it to be used in a variety of products; and Used 
pallets are available in ample quantities." 

The main determining factor in pallet reuse or recycling is whether a 
retrieval system is in place. One common arrangement is for a distribution 
center to ship products to a retail customer and receive the empty pallets 
back in the same truck. "On the other end of that spectrum, if I buy a 
refrigerator and the delivery person takes it off the truck with a 
forklift, the pallet under the refrigerator probably won't be returned," 
says Peters. "It works the same as whether you have one aluminum can or 50 
pounds of cans. If there is enough volume to make it worth the 
transportation cost, they will get recycled. The distribution system 
doesn't accommodate chasing one pallet." 

The best chance for these single pallets to be recycled is for the • 
local landfill to dedicate roll-off boxes for used wood. According to the 
Forest Service, 223.6 million pallets entered landfill facilities in 1995, 
compared to 171 million at pallet firms. Approximately 37.9 million pallets 
were recovered at landfills, which can sell the wood to various outlets or 
grind and use it on-site as daily cover or as road material to cut down on 
dust . 

REPAIR AND REMANUFACTURING 

When recovery is not an obstacle, the best recycling option for 
pallets is within the industry itself. "Obviously, our members would prefer 
to take a pallet in need of repair and create another pallet from it, " says 
Peters. Repaired pallets are ones that had one or a few damaged components, 
such as split, cracked, or half-missing boards. Those pieces are stripped 
off and replaced. "For the vast majority of our recycling members, they 
want to get pallets with only one or two busted members, replace them and 
get them out the door," he adds. 

Remanuf acturing pallets is less common and involves extra steps. 
Machinery is used to cut nails and enable boards of damaged pallets to be 
taken apart. Remanuf actured pallets generally are made of renailed, used 
lumber with new nails or staples holding them together. "If the used lumber 
is intact, the dry wood is generally stronger than the green wood that goes 
into most new pallets," says Peters. "A remanuf actured pallet is a pretty 
secure, strong item. " A recent trend is production of "combo" pallets 
joining a new stringer (the side beams) with a used deck-- board (the top 
and bottom boards), or vice versa. 

Pallet prices vary depending on size and quality, but the hierarchy 
starts with new pallets at the top, followed by remanuf actured and then 
repaired. "Refurbishing a pallet with only one or two bad boards and 
putting in new ones, or even used ones that are in good shape, is a good 



deal," notes Peters. While pallets always have been repaired, the practice 
has intensified. "In the last five years, our customers increasingly have 
said that they want to spend less," he adds. "At some point, you have to 
finally say, 'I really can't make you a new one for that price, but I can 
build you a used one."' On the other hand, pricing pressures also have led 
to a decline in the quality of many new pallets as some producers have been 
forced to cut corners, which decreases the pool of quality pallets that can 
be repaired to good condition. 

About 15 percent of the 1.5 million pallets recycled annually by 
Pallet Resource of North Carolina are ground into usable wood fiber. 

The need to repair and remanuf acture pallets is heightened by the fact 
that manufacturers compete for their lower-grade lumber supplies with 
producers of railroad ties, furniture frame stock, fence posts and 
flooring. Material requirements are great: 38 percent of the hardwood and 
six percent of the softwood harvested in the U.S. goes to pallet 
production, according to the Forest Service. 

Unlike the early days of the business, when pallet manufacturers and 
recyclers were different entities, many pallet companies make new and 
recycled pallets while concentrating heavily on one aspect. Manufacturers 
once looked at the recyclers as "junk dealers, " yet the manufacturers 
sourced their wood from the low end of the sawmill supply, so the sawmills 
saw the pallet manufacturers as "junk dealers." "Customers encouraged their 
suppliers to get involved with taking pallets off their hands, so many 
manufacturers got involved with recycling that way, " says Edward Brindley, 
publisher of Pallet Enterprise. 

HOME CONSTRUCTION AND GROUND WOOD 

A little more than a third of pallets are 48 inches long by 40 inches 
wide, the size generally used by the grocery industry. There are scores of 
other pallet configurations, however, which complicate the recycling 
process. In some cases, boards of uncommon dimensions are cut for pallet 
repair or remanuf acturing . Another option is to use the wood outside the 
pallet industry. Although a drop in international markets has led to strong 
overall wood availability in the U.S., regional pockets of limited supply 
exist, such as the upper Midwest, where the new and remodeled housing 
market is booming. This has opened the door slightly for pallet boards to 
be used for hardwood flooring in such areas. 

The Southern Research Station of the U.S. Forest Service, located at 
Virginia Tech, is doing tests on use of higher-end pallet boards in 
paneling and flooring. "The wood looks absolutely great," says Araman. "One 
of the nice things is that after the green wood is nailed to a pallet, it 
dries and the stresses on it are relieved. It f s almost as dry as you need 
it when the board is taken off the pallet, and it will stay more straight 
then if you had used the wood in paneling originally." 

Most boards do not have such a local reuse option, however, or are too 
damaged and wind up getting ground with pallet cuttings and scraps. In a 
1997 survey of 205 pallet recyclers by Pallet Profile Weekly, the breakdown 
of ground fiber markets was: fuel, 26.6 percent; uncolored mulch, 25.8 
percent; animal bedding, 17.5 percent; colored mulch, 11.9 percent; higher 
valued-- added mulch products, 10.5 percent; other, 5.5 percent; and 
biosolids compost amendment, 2.2 percent. 

Markets for used pallet wood have been growing in recent years, notes 
Bob De Souza, ger:eral manager of West Salem Machinery, a Manufacturer of 
pallet recycling equipment. "In the Pacific Northwest, for example, the 
particlebqard industry has looked for a new source of wood fiber and made a 
good marriage with pallet recyclers. One area just opening up is medium 
density fiberboard plants that use 'urban wood. 1 Wood fiber values are 
rising in part because of the paper industry's recovery. Using urban wood 
allows you to site the panel making business closer to the consumer, as 
opposed to the Southeastern and Pacific Northwest plants that ship product 
to urban centers." 

Pallets are disassembled for reuse of the components. New outlets for 



recovered wood include hardwood flooring in new and remodeled homes. 

Pallet Resource of North Carolina has spent considerable time and 
money over the last five years to develop a market for its ground wood 
residuals, which comprise about 15 percent of the approximately 1.5 million 
pallets/year it recycles. (Another 15 percent are disassembled for 
component reuse and the rest are repaired.) The company has attended 
landscaping trade shows, given product away and put material on 
consignment . 

Ground pallet wood is used for landscaping mulch (above right) and as 
playground surface material (below right) . 

Ground pallet wood is used for landscaping mulch (above right) and as 
playground surface material (below right) . 

Workers hand feed the cleaner, smaller pallet scraps to a horizontal 
electric hammermill that produces one-inch minus chips marketed as 
playground surface material, explains owner Neal Grimes. The larger, 
dirtier pallet pieces are run through a Morbark tub grinder to 2.5-inch 
minus for sale as colored mulch. Pallet Resource is in the process of 
installing a Wood ' N Colors dyeing machine to boost production. Both 
products are sold to the wholesale market and together comprise about ten 
percent of the company's gross sales. 

Unlike this scenario, for many pallet recyclers, wood residuals 
present an expensive disposal problem. Grinding equipment requires a 
significant capital investment for a small company, and landfills 
increasingly are banning wood. For some, the answer is to pay a company 
like Pallet Resource, which takes some wood for grinding from smaller 
pallet companies. According to the Pallet Profile Weekly survey, 28 percent 
of respondents used a grinder to generate wood fiber in 1997. 

Pallet recycling growth among the survey respondents continued to 
expand at 18.2 percent in 1997, the last year for which data is available. 
However, lack of standardization and quality control are obstacles to 
continued success. The National Wooden Pallet and Container Association is 
seeking to address these issues through its Certified Pallet Recycler 
program. 

Little in the way of pallet recycling networks are emerging in the 
U.S., stymied by the independent spirit of the ■ industry . Given the* ease in 
which a low-quality pallet recycling operation can be established, 
suppliers may face an uphill battle with customers seeking quality 
guarantees for recycled pallets. But meanwhile, economic incentives will 
continue boosting the rate of pallet repair and remanuf acturing, perhaps 
hastening the end of the throwaway pallet. 

For more information on the pallet recycling survey, contact Pallet 
Profile Weekly at (804) 740-1567. 

RENTAL AND PLASTIC PALLETS 

ANOTHER challenge to pallet recyclers is the emergence of Chep, a 
multinational company that brought its system of rental pallets to the U.S. 
in the early 1990s after gaining a foothold in the international market. 
Chep operates a system with more than 122 million pallets (painted blue) in 
31 countries. Unlike most companies, Chep retains ownership of its pallets, 
which are returned to the nearest company depot after being emptied, 
explains Edward Brindley, publisher of Pallet Enterprise. Typically, the 
pallets go no further than grocery distribution centers, with the exception 
of retail warehouse stores that sell large quantities of products to 
consumers . 

There are over 30 million Chep pallets in use in the U.S., and most 
carry loads for four or five trips each year, says Brindley. Damaged Chep 
pallets are repaired and repainted, then returned to a Chep distribution 
center for reuse. The third-party management system leaves fewer for 
traditional pallet recyclers to resell, but likely is increasing overall 
pallet recycling. It also raises an issue of pallet ownership, which 
traditionally has been the right - and often, the headache - of the person 
who received the last delivery. 



Another source of competition is the plastic pallet, which has taken a 
small bite of the market. Its continued growth may be limited due to a 
higher production cost, however. "Even though grocery distribution centers 
have an economic incentive to return Chep ! s pallets to the company, you 
still see many blue pallets flowing back to pallet yards, " says Brindley. 
"Plastic pallets can leak through the system just as easily. 11 
Copyright J.G. Press Inc. Jun 2000 
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